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Doubts on Reinvention 

GOP Casts Skeptical Eye on Housing Overhaul 


By Guy Gugliotta 

Washington Post Staff Writer 

The Department of Housing 
and Urban Development’s rein- 
vention plan, viewed with skepti- 
cism by many conservatives and 
near horror by some liberals, is 
headed for an uncertain future on 
Capitol Hill. 

Next week, HUD will send 
long-awaited details of the propos- 
al to Congress, fleshing out a plan 
that seeks to transform one of 
Washington’s most reviled bu- 
reaucracies into a smooth-running 
machine and to save billions of 
dollars while doing it. 

Despite the proposal’s bold- 
ness, HUD’s very existence re- 
mains a matter of debate. Both 
Sen. Lauch Faircloth (R-N.C.), 
chairman of the senate’s HUD 
oversight subcommittee, and 
House Republican freshmen have 
proposed abolishing the agency. 

A House Appropriations sub- 
committee also took a swipe at 
HUD last week, rescinding $7.2 
billion in current funding, a move 
branded by Housing Secretary 
Henry Cisneros as “callous and 
short-sighted.” 

Still, the HUD plan remains the 
Clinton administration’s glossiest 
new initiative, and Cisneros has 
won plaudits, for placing the pro- 
posal at the center of a deepening 
debate on national housing policy. 

“The plan has rekindled the de- 
bate and forced us to reconsider 
all our assumptions,” Cisneros 
saidL Tt’s imperative that we do 
this in a bipartisan fashion, and it 
looks as if we’re moving in the 
same direction 

But has Cisneros moved far 
enough, or too far? Republicans 
have not decided, and in the com- 
ing weeks Cisneros will have to 
provide enough facts to convince 
them that the plan will do what he 
says it will do. 

“We have been waiting for a 
sound proposal,” said Sen. Chris- 
topher S. Bond (R-Mo.), chairman 
of an Appropriations subcommit- 
tee that funds -HUD. “What is 


touted as a ‘reinvention blueprint’ 
is more press release than work- 
ing plan.” 

Many Democrats have a differ- 
ent fear. With little analysis, they 
say, the Clinton administration 
seems willing to dismember 
HUD, putting thousands of poor 
people at risk in an effort to ap- 
pease GOP budget hawks. 

“If the Republicans want to use 
HUD as a whipping boy, we ought 
to have them justify the cuts,” said 
Rep. Joseph P. Kennedy II CD- 
Mass.), a leading Democratic op- 
ponent of the proposal. “There 
are a large number of [House 
Democrats] who are not going to 
stand by and see these programs 
eliminated.” 

The HUD plan offers three ma- 
jor strategies. The most dramatic 


“What is touted as 
a ‘reinvention 
blueprint’ is more 
press release than 
working plan.” 

— Sen. Christopher S. Bond (R-Mo.) 

would effectively end the public 
housing system by deregulating 
the nation’s 3,400 housing author- 
ities and eventually forcing them 
to compete with the private sec- 
tor for tenants holding rent subsi- 
dy “vouchers.” 

The second proposal would roll 
60 HUD programs into three 
“performance” block grants to be 
administered by local communi- 
ties. HUD would “pre-approve” lo- 
cal plans to ensure that unspeci- 
fied “national goals” are 
respected. 

The third proposal would mark 
down mortgages on assisted prop- 
erties where rents — and rent sub- 
sidies — are artificially high HUD 
says this “mark-to-the market” 
scheme will create the lion’s 


share of some $13 million in sav- 
ings the plan hopes to realize. 

So far Faircloth and the House 
freshmen are the only congres- 
sional supporters of the voucher 
plan, viewing the conversion of 
public housing as a convenient 
way to shed HUD’s biggest prob- 
lem as the department itself is 
obliterated. 

Opposition, however, comes 
from both sides erf the aisle. Bond 
fears that deregulating a “good 
stock” of public housing could 
cripple many authorities and also 
questions whether vouchers, 
which “cost about twice as much” 
per family as public housing, can 
serve as many people as the cur- 
rent system. 

, In this. Bond, probably the Sen- 
ate Republicans’ leading housing 
expert, closely echoes concerns of 
congressional liberals. 

“The average public housing 
unit in the country is a much bet- 
ter deal than vouchers,” Kennedy 
said. “We shouldn’t be throwing 
out the investment of genera- 
tions.” 

HUD contends that savings re- 
alized from other parts of the plan 
will bring the per-family cost of 
vouchers more in line with public 
housing, but unless Cisneros can 
prove it with numbers. Congress 
seems unlikely to endorse it. 

Block-granting HUD programs 
enjoys widespread congressional 
support, but there is considerable 
disagreement over HUD’s “per- 
formance review.” Bond says 
HUD “should not be making any 
decisions in advance” and should 
write the checks first, then con- 
duct the review. 

Rep. Rick A. Lazio (R-N.Y.), 
chairman of a key housing sub- 
committee, also believes that 
“pre-approval” re-creates the 
same regulatory morass that cur- 
rently plagues HUD: “Change,” he 
said, “is illusory.” 

Bond and Lazio also have prob- 
lems with HUD’s marking-to- 
market, holding that the upfront 
cost of marking down mortgages 
could offset or even exceed the 
savings realized from lower rents. 
They also say HUD has been less 
than candid about the proposal. 

Cisneros says he has the an- 
swers, but if he doesn't, the Re- 
publicans will probably start look- 
ing elsewhere for savings, with 
last week’s $7.2 billion merely the 
opening salvo in a much more pro- 
longed an&painful ordeal. 


